Registering the everyday state in India via the Right to Information Act, 2005 by Venkat, Vidya
Registering the 
everyday state in 
India via the Right 
to Information Act, 
2005
VIDYA VENKAT
PhD Researcher, Department of 
Anthropology
SOAS, University of London
Introduction
• The Right to Information Act was passed in 
India in 2005 to make the state and its 
administrative processes more accessible and 
visible. 
• It was expected to address the problem of 
corruption and abuse of power.
• So, the key question this paper aims to address 
is what happens when the everyday state is 
made visible and accessible via the RTI law?
• I use three case studies of ordinary 
citizens registering appeals for information 
under the RTI Act to demonstrate how the 
impulse to register a query is driven by a wide 
range of personal and political interests 
• Such use can have an effect over 
the everyday functioning of the state.
• The agency and power of the citizen-actor in 





• In scholarly literature, ‘the state’ is seen as an 
“elusive object of study”
• Anthropologists have looked at everyday state 
and bureaucracy as sites of doing ethnography
• How power flows through bureaucracy, 
negotiation, etc
• Bureaucracy obviates human agency… the 
humaneness of humans lost (Bernstein, 2011) 
• Ideas of ‘seeing like a state’ (Scott) and ‘seeing 
the state’ (Corbridge)

Using RTI Act to 
‘study’ the state
• The same way that 
government speeches and texts 
are analysed as part of studying 
the state, the bureaucratic 
engagement produced through 
RTI applications can also 
enlighten us about the state and 
the human actors managing it. 
Registering 
RTI query
• Any Indian citizen can file an 
information request using the 
government online portal or via 
a paper-based application for a 
fee of INR 10 (£0.1)
• Most citizens admit that the 
RTI query provides them a ‘foot-
in-the-door’ inside state 
functioning and processes not 
possible otherwise.
The impulse to 
register – i) Curiosity
• Saurav Das, an independent 
journalist, registered an RTI query 
with the Ministry of Health on India’s 
preparedness to handle the COVID19 
pandemic, after reading international 
news reports about US President 
Donald Trump’s trade adviser warning 
him of the adverse consequences of 
Coronavirus in January. The RTI query 
was prompted by curiosity to know 
what the Indian govt. was doing in 
this regard.
The response 
The impulse to 
register – ii) grievance
• Transparency campaigner Anjali 
Bharadwaj filed an RTI query with the 
Delhi state government’s Department 
of Food & Supplies to find out how 
many people benefitted from the e-
coupon scheme for accessing 
subsidised food grains during the 
Coronavirus lockdown. This was at a 
time when migrant workers without 
access to ‘ration cards’ were facing a 
spectre of starvation. The RTI query 
was prompted by citizen grievance.
The impulse to 
register – i) suspicion
• Lokesh Batra, a retired Commodore 
from the Indian Navy, filed several 
RTI queries with the Department of 
Economic Affairs, the Reserve Bank 
of India, Election Commission of 
India, etc. on the issuance of 
electoral bonds for political 
financing because the anonymous 
nature of donations created 
suspicion that overseas finance 




• Analysing some of the government 
responses to RTI queries and what they 
reveal to us about the state. For example, 
the nature of decision-making (processes), 
refusal to provide information 
(resistance/secrecy), role of power in 
bureaucracy, and leadership and 




• RTI registration cannot reveal 
all aspects of state 
functioning, but it does 
provide useful insights. One 
thing that case data shows is 
citizens can influence 
processes of decision-making 
within the government. 
Concluding 
remarks
• In a democracy, the state cannot be perceived 
as a fixed entity that exists ‘in itself’. 
• The pluri-centric nature of the state is made 
evident.
• Citizen-actors can exercise agency in ways that 
influence processes
• Secrets can also be revealing in many ways
• States used knowledge as a means for 
preserving power, but this privilege now 
shared by citizens has allowed for a 
dismantling of state power. 
• State authority a mere façade upheld through 
symbolic domination 
